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Abstract

This Trash is Someone Else’s Problem reimagines
object design practices through a decolonial lens
that embraces responsive approaches to the local
environment and the communities that steward
it. It advocates for design justice and social
equality. The physical work was developed from
discarded scraps of industrial waste harvested
from the Providence area, such as wire fencing,
oil drums, rebar and steel tubing. It was created
without the use of expensive tools, machinery and
materials in favour of a less extractive approach
to design. In conjunction with the studio work
is a series of community gatherings focused
on low-fi ceramic pit firing and salon style
discussions. The event series was developed to
share the core ideas of the thesis with the larger
community and establish a deliberately informal
learning environment centered in the principles of
listening and gratitude.

Eyes Closed, Ears Open

“When we listen, we set aside our own stories
and recognize and honor the stories told by
others, no matter how unfamiliar they may
be. This is the beginning of empathy. This is a
necessary condition for caring. And caring is
what will save the songs.”
-Kathleen Dean Moore, Listen: Four Love Songs
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The pandemic spread quickly across the small state of
Rhode Island. After three weeks in my tiny apartment
I resolved to drive home to Canada to wait it out
amongst the lakes and the trees. When I arrived in
early April there was three feet of snow, a frozen lake
and a cord of chopped wood for the fire. It was quiet,
cold and off course. One month later the snow had
cleared. I watched the ice on the lake slowly melt, then
come back, then melt again until the entire body of
water was freed from it’s winter shackles. Buds became
visible on bare trees and almost overnight the birds
returned. I first started hearing them in the wee hours
of the morning. The blackcapped chickadee calling out
chickadee-dee-dee-dee through the leafless trees. The
Eastern Wood-Pewee slurs a cheerful pee-a-wee from
a young maple beside the deck. Each morning I would
be engulfed in the developing cacophony of spring. I
spent hours sitting in the cold with my eyes closed and
my ears open. It can take decades to learn to identify
birds based on their calls. Some lifelong birders never
reach the point of confident auditory identification.
3

I clattered around the hall cupboard filled with heavy

score and slip that section? What just happened? Okay

coats. Behind a box with flashlights and screwdrivers

now I have to rewind. To offer one’s full attention at

I found my grandfather’s old field glasses. The

all times is impossible as modernity has not afforded

case was tattered and the strap long gone, but the

us more leisure time but rather more distractions.

binoculars afforded me a new level of observation, a

Developing a practice of listening is to narrow one’s

way to connect with the physicality of the sounds that

focus in a world that requires us to be working on five

had been holding me all spring. I ordered a book on

things at once. From the birds in my backyard, to the

Ontario birds and slowly began to connect the sights

many voices I spoke with for this project, I have been

and sounds to knowledge. Robins and crows, kinglets

exercising my ability to listen and cultivate knowledge.

and wrens, I was grateful for their company. I watch

As designers, we are often positioned as experts of our

the female loon float around the bay with a baby chick

field. A practice of listening acknowledges everyone’s

on her back. Occasionally her baby would slide on

expertise based on their own lived experience.

to the water’s surface as she dove into the depths in
search of minnows for breakfast. Loons sleep with

When I arrived at RISD in the fall of 2019, listening was

their necks tucked in, drifting about with the currents

not my strong suit. My professors admonished me

and the wind. When I come too close in my canoe,

for pressing forward too quickly, not really doing the

she belts out a tremolo call, warning her partner of my

design work, not listening to the feedback I was given.

presence. We are all talking to each other even if we

“You need to enjoy the process more. Slow down. Do

don’t speak the same language. Nearly a year later the

the work”. I was impatient. I wanted to develop new

birds are returning to my backyard in East Providence.

ways of thinking but remained rigid in my approach.

My ears have been tuned to perk up at the sound of a

To ensure I would make beautiful designed objects, I

squawking jay or the hammering of the woodpecker I

would stay firmly within my lane.

haven’t been able to glimpse. I can’t always see them,
but I am listening so I know they are there.

Something fundamentally shifted after my summer
alone with the birds and the whispering pines. I didn’t

Listening is a practice because it takes deliberate work.

have a lane anymore, at least not one that I recognized

Our ability to multitask within our own minds is truly

and I could not separate myself from this practice

extraordinary but not necessarily beneficial. Listening,

that had carried me through the summer. By listening

like meditation, requires you to be present. I can watch

to everything around me my perspective shifted

television, work on ceramics and simultaneously have

organically. When I returned to Providence, I noted the

a conversation with my roommate, but should I? What

sound of the river from my apartment, plastic bags and

was that thing she mentioned? Did I remember to

leaves smushed along chain link fences, masks strewn
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across public walkways and heaping piles of garbage
along the train tracks.
My capacity for listening was expanding to my other
senses where seeing and feeling became a form of

Right: Discarded
oil barrels, East
Providence railroad
tracks (left)

Undervalued items everywhere. Pure potential tossed

Barrels becoming a
table at the studio
(right)

second chances and see value all around me. All I had

in the ditch while thinking, this trash is someone else’s
problem. Maybe it could be my problem. I could create
to do was listen.

listening. On the first day of classes I walked by the big
blue bin outside the sculpture foundry. I had passed
this bin everyday the year before and had never given it
a second thought. This time, when I approached it, the
sun was casting its last rays of the day on the alleyway
behind our studios before dipping behind the Metcalf
Building. It was as if the container was glowing, light
refracting off misshapen and abandoned projects.
The bin was signaling to me, drawing me toward the
limitless possibilities within it. I put on my welding
gloves and began dragging out rusted metal scraps,
contorted, some haphazardly fused together. I found a
wide piece of steel tubing, some rebar and some steel
rod a student had bent into a squiggly shape. I took
these items to the mig welder and made my first piece
of the year. It was a chair, it was sittable and it was like
nothing I had ever made before.
I was actively unlearning while simultaneously knowing
more. The materials were speaking to me, telling me
how they should be processed and shaped. It was
as if they had always been trying to talk to me but
in a frequency I could not hear. Suddenly, I heard
everything. I could recognize my lane again and it was
going in a completely new direction. I decided that day
I wouldn’t go to the store anymore. There was nothing
I needed that I couldn’t find in my surroundings.
6
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Endnotes

1. Kathleen Dean Moore, “Listen: Four
Love Songs”, Emergence Magazine (Marin
County: Kalliopeia Foundation, 2021), https://
emergencemagazine.org/op_ed/listen-fourlove-songs/
Image 1: Collecting discarded barrels from the
East Providence railroad tracks near Bourne
Ave. Rumford, RI, 02916. Photo by author,
February 23rd, 2021.
Image 2: In the studio working out how to
transform the barrels into a table. Photo by
author March 9th, 2021.

That Shape Has Other Meanings

Contributions by
Dr. Steven Slaughter, Architect and Assistant
Professor, University of Cincinnati
Lóren M Spears, Tribal Councilwoman of the
Narragansett and Executive Director of the
Tomaquag Museum
Tanya Aguiñiga, Artist, Designer and Activist
Dr. James Miller, Architect and Assistant
Professor, Western Washington University
Karen Houle, Poet and Associate Professor,
University of Guelph
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that climate, it’s often signifying a kind
of cultural imperative of the people who
owned, funded and built these homes. A
culture disseminates a formal imperative
in places where functionally it does not
require it.

Cream coloured stucco and a dozen tiny
windows painted in yellow. A balcony off
the back that overlooked the faraway city of
Prague. The interior, an intricate maze of split
levels that establish a sense of curiosity. All this
sophisticated architecture veiled by a massive
white cube. We were told that Adolf Loos wanted
to create a space that allowed those on the inside
to see out, while preventing those outside from
seeing in. The ultimate expression of the modern
aesthetic, clean, deliberate and unornamented.
Steven: When cultures start to seek their
own identity, they use architecture as a
way of doing that.

Below: Villa Müller,
Adfolf Loos, 1928,
Prague, Czech
Republic

I grew up in a house. Narrow, three stories, brick
exterior, pitched roof and a detached shed. It
sat on a street in midtown Toronto alongside
others like it. This is the shape of a house, I
thought. This is how I imagined a house, drew
a house, dreamt of a house, knew a house. The
archetypal pitched roof dwelling.

Steven: You know, that shape has other
meanings in terms of its function. In a place
like Iceland or Greenland, this architecture
would be appropriate because it deals with
massive snow loads. But in a place like
New Mexico, it’s not necessarily required.
When you see that kind of architecture in
12
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I called her an Indigneous artist and she stopped
me. She explained that for most of her life she did
not refer to herself as an artist and her making
was by its nature, her culture. Her fingers wove
a story of her ancestors, stolen and enslaved
after King Phillip’s War. Generations as diaspora,
united by culture and tradition. Knowledge
flowed through her body as it flowed between her
people.

Below: Spike Lee’s
Do the Right Thing,
1989
Little girl draws
house shaped house
in Brooklyn, NY

Lóren: I think to say that term, Indigenous
artist, is itself a colonial construct. We
don’t often refer to ourselves as artists
until much later in our lives. We learn these
things because of our cultural knowledge
and the continuation and passing on of
traditions of making useful items for our
lifeways. Whether that’s connected to
our food production, our clothing, our
homes, means of travel or ceremonies, it is
steeped in that cultural construct.

I asked her about traditional materials and
she referred to her husband’s practice. She
explained, from a young age he was taught to
hunt, fish and gather. Antler, bone, feather,
shell, his approach is holistic. If he is gathering
pine bark, he is not solely gathering pine bark.
He may collect bark for baskets as well as pine
needles for tea and medicinal purposes. With
every action he is telling a story rooted in his
family, his community, their histories.

James: How we frame modernity and
how we recognize ingenuity within that,
perpetuates this idea that humans are
separate from nature, even though we’re
intrinsically a component of it. Although
we can create ingenuitive machinery, it
does not separate us from our natural
existence.
14
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To be present is to listen. Stewardship is to
listen. In tending soil, we learn to listen. When
dealing with waste, we have to listen. To find
treasure we listen more actively. To practice
gratitude is to listen continuously. To develop
solutions is to listen and then take action.
Karen: I really want to work at the level
where you can listen and be attentive. You
can see what’s needed and actually do it.
You don’t have to have a meeting about
it. You don’t have to have a budget. It’s
empowering to me to see that the small
adjustments actually work.

She spoke of knowledge in a way I had never
encountered before. Knowledge that is passed
between generations through a rich network of
communities. She called this, traditional ways of
knowing.
Lóren: When we think about the materials
that we might be using for cultural
belongings or the colonial word, artifact,
it’s all connected. Even as Indigenous
artists when we are making something
that might be considered straight arts,
meaning painting a painting. They’re not
just painting a painting, because they’re
telling a story that’s layered in their history,
trauma and the traditional and ecological
knowledge they share.
16

I wanted to know how she began decolonizing
her workspace. How to edit out preciousness,
ego and expensive tools. She explained to me
that structures only limit her potential, that she
discovered the power of working with her hands
in a more direct way. There is so much freedom
in embodied knowledge.
Tanya: I think of the way that I handle
weaving, or working with fiber. I don’t
work on a loom because I find structures
to be way too claustrophobic. It’s so much
more freeing to just kind of throw out so
much knowledge and let things be more
intuitive. Let things exist and be born from
multiple planes of existence. The material
becomes a witness to your being.
How can we adopt alternative ways of knowing
while maintaining a connection to our past and
our histories? What if those histories need to
be examined more critically? What if we desire
to unknow them? Can we make space? Is it too
late?
Karen: I think that a lot of the things
that need to change are at micro, almost
invisible, levels. We need to start at the
root of an issue to get anything like habit
change or buy in. We need to start thinking
in terms of--this thing that we ate for
dinner can actually turn into soil that can
grow us food; then the little bit of food we
17

don’t eat goes back in the compost and
a year from now we eat it again. That’s a
consciousness thing that it kind of requires
imagination, possibility, access and of
course education.
The bin lives outside where heaping piles of
contorted steel lie exposed to the elements, a
dumping ground of unwanted materials. I see
students glance inside in search of a prized
piece of scrap but I never really considered
the bin to be anything but a vacuum for failed
projects. In shifting my perspective, looking
through a different lens, maybe the bin was not
trash but rather a reflection of our eagerness to
start fresh in spite of an abundance of resources.
I observed, I listened and I found value in what
others had tossed aside. I began knowing in a
new way, understanding the limitations of my
previous conceptions. The bin is not precious, it
is pure potential.

is being founded within Western science
rather than respecting the intellectual
property of Indigenous peoples that have
applied these prophecies for millennia.
Traditional ecological knowledge can be
the framework we use to reconstruct what
we have torn apart.

Below: The Blue Bin
(left)
Unfinished chair (right)

James: You have Indigenous cultures
that have always worked with the
natural environment. It’s fully ingrained
into their systems, beliefs, norms and
philosophies. Whereas you have Western
science trying to understand Indigenous
philosophical knowledge and I think it’s
becoming really problematic. I sense that
there’s this attempt to write off where this
knowledge is coming from. That this idea
18
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Endnotes

1.Steven: Dr. Steven Slaughter, Assistant
Professor, University of Cincinnati. Recorded
Conversation, September 27th, 2020

Image 2: Still from Do the Right Thing (1989)
by Spike Lee. Little girl draws house shaped
house in Brooklyn, NY, exemplifying the
codified meaning of the symbol.

2. Lóren: Lóren M. Spears, Tribal
Councilwoman of the Narragansett and
Executive Director of the Tomaquag Museum.
Recorded Conversation, October 21st, 2020.

Image 3: The Blue Bin. Located in the Metcalf
Alleyway, 14 N Main St, Providence, RI 02903.
Photo by author, March 2021.

3. James: Dr. James Miller, Assistant
Professor, Western Washington University.
Recorded Conversation, November 25th,
2020.

Image 4: Unfinished chair. Photographed
outside Metaspace Studios, 110 King Philip
Rd, Rumford, RI, 02916. Photo by author,
November 2020.

4. Karen: Karen Houle, Associate Professor,
University of Guelph, Author of The Grand
River Watershed: A Folk Ecology. Recorded
Conversation, March 8th, 2021.
5. Tanya: Tanya Aguiñiga, Artist, Designer
and Activist. Recorded Conversation,
November 6th, 2020
Image 1: Villa Müller (1928) by Adolf Loos,
Prague Czech Republic. Photo by author,
August 2011.

The Modernists

“Centuries ago, intellectuals of the European
Enlightenment constructed the mythology
of technology, influenced by a confluence
of humanism, colonialism and racism,
the mythology ignored local wisdom and
Indigenous innovation, deeming it primitive.”

-Julia Watson, Lo-TEK: Design by Radical Indigenism
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My design education began long before I ever picked
up a chisel. I was introduced to the Bauhaus in my
late teens and by my early twenties, I had become
consumed by all things mid-century modern. I
traveled Western Europe and the United States in an
architectural viewing frenzy, dragging my traveling
companions miles out of our way to catch a glimpse of
Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye or Adolf Loos’ profoundly
minimal Villa Müller. I gobbled up theory laid out by the
titans of modernism and exalted them for their genius.
Their ethos undoubtedly followed me, even led me,
to pursue my own design career which began firmly
rooted in the only way of knowing I was ever taught.
When I refer to “the Modernists”, I’m referencing
design icons that established the initial guidelines of
the modern aesthetic in objects and architecture. It
was an exclusive class of designers whose members
included Le Corbusier, Mies Van de Rohe, Adolf
Loos, and Alvar Aalto. They were united by their
endeavor to present an alternative to the elaborate
facades of classical architecture present throughout
Western Europe by omitting, in their terms, needless
25

ornamentation, symbols and in effect, cultural
specificity. This revolutionary ideology was extremely

Right: Villa Savoye
(1929) by Le Corbusier,
Poissey, FR (top)

successful at shifting the formal imperative of design
from one founded in local practices and ecological
resources to one that favoured a universal aesthetic.

Maison La Roche
(1925) by Le Corbusier,
Paris, FR (bottom)

The Modernist Movement shifted the trajectory of
architecture and design for a century. If we begin
peeling back the layers of this narrative, we are
faced with a series of troubling realities, primarily, its
fellowship with colonialism. However idealistic, the
universal style heralded by Modernist architects was
imposed on cultures rather than offered in a spirit of
collaboration. This homogenizing dogma continues
to contaminate contemporary design practices,
perpetuating an exploitative top down system that
diminishes or erases practices rooted in embodied and
ecological knowledge. We can see that a designer’s
belief that form follows function is naive unless it rests
on an understanding of the codification involved.¹
Despite its flaws, the Modernist ethos was premised
on values of enrichment that proposed plans for ideal
cities that included green space, renewed urban
landscapes and social housing. These 20th century
architects believed they were working to design a
better world, but they lacked the tools to tell more
than one story. In my view, Le Corbusier has done
a great many things right and a great many more
wrong, but my criticism has often been outweighed
by my reverence for him.² But how many times have
we admired the work and artistic thought of great
26
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individuals only to see them reveal their ignorance

model of cheap and simple production. As populations

when their enlightened minds turn to questions of

increased, the global economy demanded more at a

exploitation and social equality?³

faster rate. Through a confluence of increased social
wealth, globalism, mass production and dominant

I grew up in Toronto, Canada where the most beautiful

Western practices, modernism positioned itself as the

part of the city, the coastline of Lake Ontario, is a

status quo in design. You don’t walk into your doctor’s

landscape filled with colossal rectangles consisting of

office to see Rococo loungers or elaborate Beaux Arts

smaller rectangles. Five hundred square feet of bright

embellishments on the wall. You see simple chairs, a

and “spacious” modern living for only half a million

reception desk and maybe a coffee table that employ

dollars. I don’t think that is what Le Corbusier had in

the cheapest materials and modes of production.

mind when he started sketching his skyscrapers in

Today, when we look at modern design, only a shell of

1922...but maybe he did. Even uttering the word condo

the idea endures.

makes my skin crawl a little bit and I can’t imagine a
more egregious use of modernism than minimalist

Modernist theory was developed concurrently

living as a ploy for disproportionate profit margins.

with advancements in engineering. Historically,

Toronto, like many cities in the West, has become

advancements in engineering have been coupled

inaccessible to those of my generation aspiring to

with incredible ego and power. This is not to say that

break out of renter’s purgatory. The Modernists

the field of engineering or European architecture are

believed in creating reasonable, livable simplicity, not

inherently evil, but as the core values remain bound

cramming as many tiny squares as high as physics

to colonial progress they can be easily corrupted by

will allow. They sought to use design as a tool for

those wishing to assert white dominance. Conservative

social improvement, but over time their essential

representative Marjorie Taylor-Green, recently

philosophies have been reabsorbed into the machine

launched the “America First Caucus”, bringing together

that is so good at stripping away integrity and leaving

far right law makers known for their white supremacist

only a bankable facade.

rhetoric. I begrudgingly read through the entire AFC
platform and have pulled from the sections titled

Modernism and mass production were made for each

“immigration” and “infrastructure”.

other. Over the second half of the twentieth century,
we have seen modernism become progressively less

“America is a nation with a border, and a culture,

idealistic, severing ties with social enrichment in favour

strengthened by a common respect for uniquely Anglo-

of capital gains. Modest forms, clean lines and a push

Saxon political traditions...The America First Caucus

toward a universal aesthetic, perfectly suited the

will work towards an infrastructure that reflects the

28
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architectural, engineering and aesthetic value that

The America First Caucus was disbanded shortly after

befits the progeny of European architecture, whereby

the platform was launched online as the document was

public infrastructure must be utilitarian as well as

met with some resistance from certain congressional

stunningly, classically beautiful, befitting a world power

members within the Republican party. This included

and source of freedom.”⁴ ⁵

members such as House Minority Whip Steve Scalise
(R-LA), who sought to minimize reports that fellow

The AFC platform is explicitly uninformed,

republicans were seeking to establish such a caucus.

flattening design narratives by likening the classical

Other members of the republican party promptly

architecture of antiquity with the utilitarian design

backpedaled support for the platform following

of the Modernists. Despite the misrepresentation of

public outrage.⁶ The AFC may no longer be viable,

design histories, the core message which intertwines

but the lawmakers behind the outrageous manifesto

European architecture with values of white supremacy

continue to wield power in congress where they

remains effective and dangerous. Furthermore in the

maintain alternative means to disseminate their white

section on immigration,

supremacist values. The not so subtle correlation
between the progeny of Europe and white dominance

“An important distinction between post-1965

will remain as an effective colonial tool.

immigrants and previous waves of settlers is that
previous cohorts were more educated, earned higher

Decolonization is being extensively talked about

wages, and did not have an expansive

in many fields but we are falling short in the areas

welfare state to fall back on when they could not make

of architecture, furniture and object design. One of

it in America and thus did not stay in the

the few voices actively working toward changing

country at the expense of the native-born.”

this condition is designer, activist and academic
Julia Watson. In her landmark book, Lo-Tek (2019),

Prior to the second half of the 20th century, the

Watson observes that the field of design is at a

majority of immigration to the United States came from

pivotal moment. It is expanding to confront complex

European countries, with the exception of the hundreds

problems that require robust and adaptive responses

of thousands of enslaved Africans who were brought

while simultaneously working within a global system

to America against their will. The platform does not

that upholds destructive ideologies entrenched

have to outright claim white supremacy when they can

in colonialism.⁷ Transforming to a system that

actively use racist dog-whistling like “Anglo-Saxon

advocates for socially and ecologically conscious

traditions’’, “classically beautiful utilitarianism” and

design methodologies must be approached as a

“native-born” to make their assertions.

mentality rather than a discipline.⁸ Looking beyond

30
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the marketability of sustainable practices, designers
must actively seek liberation from the exploitative
and oppressive systems in which capitalism thrives.
By prioritizing design’s impact on the community
over economic potential or the designer’s intentions,
design has the potential to sustain, heal, and empower
communities. A decolonized design practice breaks
down hierarchies and supports innovation at all levels.
It is founded in a practice of listening and gratitude,
with esteem for communities and respect for all ways
of knowing. This perspective introduces a vast range of
design possibilities that are at once responsive, holistic
and sustainable - a progression from the limited and
paternal thinking of our Modernist predecessors.

32

33

Endnotes

1. Geoffrey Broadbent, Signs, Symbols and
Architecture, ed. Geoffrey Broadbent, Richard
Bunt, Charles Jencks (Michigan: University of
Michigan, 1980), 22.
2. Darell Wayne Fields, Architecture in Black
(The Athlone Press, 2000), 5.

may-be-gone-it-s-not-forgotten-n1264841.
7. Julia Watson, Lo-Tek: Design by Radical
Indigenism (Taschen, 2019), 26.
8. Anne van der Zwaag, Looks Good, Feels
Good, Is Good: How Social Design Changes
our World (Lecturis Publishing, 2014), 13.

3. Wayne Fields, 7.
4. “America First Caucus Policy Platform”,
America First Caucus, last modified April 17th,
2021, https://punchbowl.news/wp-content/
uploads/America-First-Caucus-PolicyPlatform-FINAL-2.pdf.
5. Margorie Taylor Greene disbanded the
America First Caucus after it received criticism
from members within the Republican Party.
The original source outlining the AFC platform
has been expunged and only a source
obtained from Punchbowl News remains
available online.
6. Steve Benen, “The America First Caucus
May Be Gone But Is Not Forgotten”, MSNBC,
April 21st, 2021, https://www.msnbc.com/
rachel-maddow-show/america-first-caucus-

Image 1: Villa Savoye (1929) by Le Corbusier,
Poissey, FR
Photo by author, August, 2011.
Image 2: Maison La Roche (1925) Le Corbusier,
Paris, FR
Photo by author, August, 2011.

Nothing Left Unthanked

“Of all the things we have named, it was not our
intention to leave anything out. If something
was forgotten, we leave it to each individual to
send such greetings and thanks in their own
way. Now our minds are one.”
-Haudenosaunee Thanksgiving Address,
Translated 1993
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Take a deep breath in and ground your body through
the soles of your feet. As you inhale, feel your belly and
back expand in three-hundred and sixty degrees. Bring
your arms overhead, ribs lift off your waist. Keeping
length in the spine, exhale and forward fold. Halfway lift,
send your gaze forward, squeeze your shoulder blades
together. Step your feet back into plank, heels pressing
toward the wall behind you. Lower down to Chaturanga¹
and take your Vinyasa² flow. From downward dog, bend
your knees, send your gaze forward. Step or hop to
the top of the mat. Halfway lift and fold, then rise up
bringing your arms over head and your hands together
at your chest. This is a Sun Salutation, one breath per
movement, preparing your body, your muscles, your
joints for the day ahead. Yoga was my first daily dose
of gratitude. Moving through poses with purpose,
honoring myself, my space and my time. As I lay in
Savasana³, I would imagine bringing this feeling of
gratitude with me throughout my day, but I tended to
lose sight of it shortly after stepping off the mat. Aside
from my morning yoga, at no point throughout my day
was I creating the space to feel grateful.
39

To better incorporate gratitude into my life I would have
to be deliberate. I knew it was not a matter of thinking

Right: Hot Talks #1,
Gatehring before
loading the pit

and traces of smoke fill your nostrils, you are met with
feelings of nostalgia and warmth.

more about it, but that there was something essential in
incorporating movement. I would create a homemade

Pit firing is the oldest known method of firing ceramics

ceremony that rooted my consciousness and body to

and is still widely practiced around the globe. It

the moment at hand. My ceremony was not fixed or

employs aspects of the natural environment in the

performative. It was not consistant or measurable, but

process of making and cultivates sensations of

it was significant. Attaching gratitude to a physical

experimentation and play. Hot Talks is a recurring

manifestation was changing my behaviour.

community gathering and ceramic pit fire event. The
goal of Hot Talks was to create a space to practice

It happened slowly, but the more often I practiced my

gratitude, foster community and engage participants in

ceremony the more familiar the feelings became. I

a deliberately informal learning experience. We begin

watered my plants with more care and attention. My

by loading a pit with various organic materials and

general anxiety levels decreased. I walked the train

colorants. Coffee grounds and salt soaked corn husks.

tracks behind my home, appreciating the remnants of
a former industrial city, rather than wishing for more
trees. I just wanted for less when I actively took stock
of all the gifts around me. The Haudenosaunee First
Peoples utter an extensive thanksgiving address when
opening and closing major gatherings or meetings.
Their address gives greetings to the natural world,
honouring the many gifts that are bestowed upon them
by the land.⁴ It acknowledges everything from the
people to the plants, from the sun to the four winds.
Nothing is left unthanked. I can imagine that any who
partake in this ceremony find it more challenging
to note the absence in their lives. When we actively
appreciate we come closer to an existence that favors
balance and harmony with the natural world.
A fire is a place to be present, to share, to listen, to
observe. As the flames mesmerize with their dance
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displacement. We spoke of street names and colonial
powers. Land acknowledgements and institutional
change. Everyone listened and everyone shared. The
next time John told us about the many ecological
benefits of biochar. He read us a story and brought
out a stove he fashioned from coffee cans to show us
how biochar is made. We spoke of carbon emissions
and climate change, of afforestation and governmental
oversight. Everyone listened and everyone shared. At
the third Hot Talks, I asked the group to reflect on the
idea of ceremony. What makes a ceremony and what
kinds of homemade ceremonies punctuated their lives.
Below: Hot Talks #1,
tossing seaweed in
the pit

Seaweed and copper carbonate. Sawdust and wood
scraps fuel the flames. Everyone gets a chance to add

Above: Hot Talks #1,
closing the lid

something to benefit the firing. Before we ignite the
first flame, I ask everyone to join around the pit with
some seaweed in their hands. We all take a moment of
reflection and express gratitude for an element in our
lives as we toss the seaweed into the pit. We watch the
flames as they engulf our blend of gathered materials.
I close the lid and turn on an air mattress pump I have
fixed to a long steel tube punched with holes. The
pump keeps a steady flow of oxygen to the fire and we
reorient ourselves for a discussion.
The first time we spoke of the land. I told the story
of King Philip’s War - a story of genocide and
42

43

We spoke of intention and personal growth, of religion
and past lives. Everyone listened and everyone shared.
Hot Talks itself is a ceremony unbound by time and
place. Like the trees in the forest, linked through complex
subterranean networks, Hot Talks weaves a potent
web of reciprocity and connection not visible from the
surface. It invites you to visit a space less precious than
the studio. Somewhere where there are no mistakes
and we can learn collectively. I hope to continue hosting
Hot Talks, here in my backyard throughout the summer
months. I hope to take Hot Talks with me when I move
away from this place. I hope others who have participated
continue to talk, make and work collectively and cultivate
ceremonies of their own. Just like mornings on the mat,
it’s about making space for gratitude to flow in and let it
fill the gaps between us. Hot Talks is to be continued.

Right: Examining a
fired vessel from Hot
Talks #1

Endnotes

1. Chaturanga Dandasana, also known as Low
Plank, is an asana in modern yoga. It is a four
limbed yoga pose in which a straight body
parallel to the ground is supported by toes and
palms with elbows at a right angle to the body.
An asana is a body posture and general term
for a sitting meditation pose. Asanas are also
called yoga poses or yoga postures.
2. Vinyasa is a smooth transition between
asanas in modern yoga practice, often pairing
breath with movement.
3. Savasana is the final asana or resting pose
at the end of most modern yoga practices.
4. English: John Stokes and Kanawahienton
(David Benedict, Turtle Clan, Mohawk),
Mohawk: Rokwaho (Dan Thompson, Wolf
Clan, Mohawk). Original inspiration:
Tekaronianekon (Jake Swamp, 1940–2010,
Wolf Clan, Mohawk), Haudenosaunee
Thanksgiving Address Greetings to the
Natural World, Based on a translation
published in 1993 by the Six Nations Indian
Museum and the Tracking Project, and is
used here through their courtesy. All rights
reserved.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/

blogs/national-museum-americanindian/2018/11/22/haudenosauneethanksgiving-address/
Image 1: We gather before loading the pit at
Hot Talks #1. Photo by P.J. Couture, March
21st, 2021.
Image 2: Covering the pit with a metal lid
to amass heat at Hot Talks #1. Photo by P.J.
Couture, March 21st, 2021.
Image 3: Participants reflect on a moment of
gratitude and toss bits of seaweed into the pit
at Hot Talks #1. Photo by P.J. Couture, March
21st, 2021.
Image 4: Participant at Hot Talks #2 examines
a ceramic vessel fired at Hot Talks #1. Photo
by Anna Dawson. April 11th, 2021.

50% Off

“The Three Sisters, offer us a new metaphor for
emerging relationships between Indigenous
knowledge and Western science. I think of
the corn as traditional ecological knowledge,
the physical and spiritual framework that
can guide the curious bean of science, which
twines like a double helix. The squash
creates an ethical habitat of coexistence and
mutual flourishing. I envision a time when the
intellectual monoculture of science will be
replaced with a polyculture of complementary
knowledge. And so all will be fed.”

-Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass
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When I go to the grocery store I head toward the
reduced rack. The location varies from store to store
but it can often be found tucked away somewhere
inconspicuous. The rack is occupied with items
the store clerk has deemed unsuitable for full price
sale, mostly produce on the brink of expiration. But
sometimes the items found there are not on their last
legs at all. Sometimes the produce is fresh, crisp,
bright, and teeming with delicious nutrients. So why
were these perfectly good fruits and vegetables
plucked from heaps of others like it and placed in the
no-man’s-land between the bread and fish sections?
If you have ever grown anything at home you
understand the reality of food production is
not to generate a crop of uniform items without
imperfections. A tomato has no true platonic form.
As long as it comes in healthy and a squirrel didn’t
snatch it, it’s a success. In Indigenous agriculture, the
practice has been to modify plants to fit the land while
using biodiversity to support a healthy ecosystem.
For generations, Indigenous peoples have cultivated
a variety of plant species at one time, practicing a
polycultural approach. Polycultures are not only less
51

susceptible to pest outbreaks than monocultures, but

nutrients, like nitrogen, to the soil. The squash comes

the diversity of plant forms provides habitats for a wide

in last providing ground cover, shielding the soil

variety of insects and animals. Modern agriculture

from excess sunlight and creating a microclimate for

takes the opposite approach, modifying the land to fit

moisture.⁴ I have often found myself travelling through

the plants, cultivating straight rows of a single species.¹

the Greenbelt of Southern Ontario, a protected region
of watersheds and farmland between Toronto and

At the store, fruits are homogenous, herbs come

Niagara Falls. Consecutive rows of analogous forms

wrapped in plastic boxes and tomatoes have no flavour.

extend for miles, sheathing the urban landscapes of the

The modern food industry creates antiseptic clones,

Golden Horseshoe. Corn, soy beans, wheat, and barley,

and we have bought into it so much that an apple with

neatly arranged in single file with none of their Sisters

a funky shape gets a 50% off sticker or is tossed aside

in sight.

completely. Why do we maintain such a narrow view
of what is acceptable? Our inability to recognize the

Our greatest social vulnerability is also our most

possibilities that lie beneath the surface, stretches far

considerable blind spot. Monoculture farming

further than food. We love to tell a single story.

practices can be used as a metaphorical framework
for understanding the devastating risks imposed by

Julia Watson outlines in Lo-Tek (2019), “Practices

the single story of Western colonialism. It comes as

such as monocultures, excessive tilling and the

no surprise that an economy predicated on extraction

application of artificial fertilizers and pesticides are

and accumulation, maligns the sacred.⁵ Today’s

being linked to the deterioration of soils, depletion of

worlds, such as those of settler colonialism in North

aquifers and the global collapse of bee populations

America, were constructed to provide privileges to

which are critical to pollination.”² When the British

their descendants including the agency to dominate

colonists initially encountered the Indigenous gardens

and inhabit Indigenous lands. A destructive narrative

in Massachusetts, they inferred that these first peoples

has been crafted to lead the privileged to believe that it

did not know how to farm.³ They were wholly unable to

is legally and morally acceptable to do so. Former U.S.

fathom the multifaceted and holistic approaches that

senator, Rick Santorum, recently stated at a right wing

characterize Indigenous cultivation practices.

students’ conference that American colonists built this
nation from nothing.

The Three Sisters are a companion planting technique
that involves cultivating corn, beans, and squash

“There was nothing here. I mean, yes we have Native

together. The corn provides the structure for the

Americans but candidly there isn’t much Native

beans to climb while the beans contribute essential

American culture in American culture...We came here
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and created a blank slate, we birthed a nation from
nothing”.⁶
Colonial ancestors granted their offspring the worlds in
which they could feel themselves to be innocent saviors
of Indigenous peoples. Santorum’s comments not
only negate the millenia-long presence of Indigenous
peoples and the genocide inflicted upon them by
European settlers, but it also perfectly exemplifies
the white colonial mindset. They have constructed a
fantasy in which they were protagonist heroes while the
free market would be their eraser.⁷
Designers today face a variety of complex problems
that require multifaceted and adaptive responses. In
the face of environmental and social collapse, design at
the intersection of anthropology, sociology and ecology
is the most urgent discussion of our time.⁸ We cannot
possibly do right by every living organism, however we
can shift our perspective to one that focuses on long
term ecological impacts above short term financial
gains. Adopting a polyculture of knowing requires a
radical shift from practices rooted in extraction and
intrusion towards a system of diversity and inclusion
that actively seeks liberation from exploitative and
oppressive systems. The Three Sisters exemplify
the benefits of a mutual support network where the
contributions of the individual are not fully expressed
until they are nurtured together.⁹ The Sisters rely on
each other’s unique gifts in order to thrive collectively.
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1. Robin Wall-Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass:
Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and
the Teachings of Plants (Milkweed Editions,
2013), 139.
2. Julia Watson, Lo-Tek: Design by Radical
Indigenism (Taschen, 2019), 137.
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The Providence Project
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The Providence Project was developed
with the intention of highlighting underrepresented models of production and
undervalued material resources.
Made entirely from discarded material
harvested from the Providence area, I
aim to draw from my surroundings, a
narrative of what Providence looks like
as furniture.

Right: Providence
Project, Rose Chair
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Individual pieces of steel were, found,
collected, processed with oxyacetylene, connected with a MIG welder
and spray painted.

Left: Providence
Project, Sand Stool

66

67

68

69

I wanted to create pieces that held
distinct ties to the environment all while
editing out expensive tools, machinery
and material in favour of a less
extractive approach to design.

Right: Providence
Project, Blue Table
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Endnotes

Image 1: Providence Project. Close up.
Image 2-4: Rose Chair. Parts found at the
Blue Bin outside the Sculpture Foundry, 14
N Main St., Providence, RI, 02903. October,
2020.
Image 5: Sand Stool. Parts found at the
Blue Bin outside the Sculpture Foundry, 14 N
Main St. Providence, RI, 02903
In the Ditch, East Providence Railway,
Rumford, RI. November, 2020
Image 6-7: Rose Chair and Sand Stool.
Image 8: Blue Table. Parts found at the
Blue Bin outside the Sculpture Foundry, 14 N
Main St. Providence, RI, 02903.November
2020.
In the Ditch, East Providence Railway,
Rumford, RI.
Grate gifted from RISD student. November,
2020.
Image 9: Sand Stool.
Image 10-16: Providence Project on white
backdrop, courtesy of RISD Department of
Furniture Design.

Images 1-10: Shot at East Providence Railway
by P.J. Couture, May 1st, 2021.

Hot Talks

85

86

87

The goal of Hot Talks was to create a
space to foster community, practice
gratitude and engage participants in
a deliberately informal educational
experience to learn the basics of
ceramic pit firing.
In a three month period we fired over 30
ceramic pieces by different individuals.

Left: Getting the fire
started by adding
small sections of scrap
wood from the RISD
woodshop.
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I designed this program to begin with
a hands-on demonstration of loading
the ceramic pit, followed by a short
lecture on a predetermined topic and
then I helped to facilitate a salon-style
discussion.

Right: John Dixon
demonstating his
TLUD stove following
a lecture on biochar.
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I aim to foster honest and meaningful
conversations and encourage
collaborative atmospheres.
Everyone has the opportunity to get
their hands dirty.

Right: Participants
bury the ceramics
in organic materials.
These materials impart
different colours onto
the pieces.
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We glued shards of glass to the exterior
of the vessels. The glass melted and
fused to the pieces resulting in a variety
of colours and textures.

Right: Using a hammer
to break up shards of
glass
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Mix sawdust, coffee grounds and salt.
Dress up your ceramics, experiment.
Load the pieces, make sure they are
fully submereged in the mix.
Add organic matter such as salt soaked
corn husks, orange peels, dried
seaweed and more salt.
Top with wood scraps and paper bags.
Light it up.
Toss in a mix of sawdust and copper
carbonate for an added splash of colour.
Place a lid on the pit and connect it to an
air pump.
Left: Tossing in a mix
of sawdust and copper
carbonate (top)

The full pit before the
firing (bottom)
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Everyone listened and everyone shared.

Right: Discussion on
biochar led by John
Dixon at Hot Talks #2
(top)
Ayumi sharing during
discussion on land
acknowledgements at
Hot Talks #1 (bottom)

102

103

104

105

106

107

Endnotes

Image 1: Standing around the pit at Hot Talks
#1. Photo by P.J. Couture, March 21st, 2021.
Image 2: Getting the fire started by adding
small sections of scrap wood from the RISD
woodshop at Hot Talks #2. Photo by Anna
Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 3: John Dixon demonstrting how to
make biochar with a TLUD stove at Hot Talks
#2. Photo by Anna Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 4: Dressing ceramics with copper pot
scrubbers at Hot Talks #2. Photo by Anna
Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 5: Loading the pit and explaining the
firing process, at Hot Talks #2. Photo by Anna
Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 6: Burying the ceramics in organic
matter at Hot Talks #2. Photo by Anna
Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 7 - Participants hold handfuls of dried
seaweed before tossing it in the pit at Hot
Talks #2. Photo by Anna Dawson. April 11th,
2021.

Image 8: Breaking up glass shards to dress
ceramic vessels at Hot Talks #3. Photo by P.J.
Couture. April 24th, 2021.
Image 9: Tossing in a mixture of sawdust and
copper carbonate for added colour at Hot
Talks #2. Photo by Anna Dawson, April 11th,
2021.
Image 10: Fully loaded pit before addding the
fuel at Hot Talks #3. Photo by P.J. Couture,
April 24th, 2021.
Image 11 :John Dixon leads discussion on
biochar as participants listen at Hot Talks #2.
Photo by Anna Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 12: Ayumi sharing during a discussion
around land acknokledgements at Hot Talks
#1. Photo by P.J. Couture, March 21st, 2021.
Image 13: Lighting the pit at Hot Talks #2.
Photo by Anna Dawson, April 11th, 2021.
Image 14: Participant holds a fired vessel at
Hot Talks #2. Photo By Anna Dawson, April
11th, 2021.
Images 15-26: Fired Ceramics.

Bottom of The Barrel
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turned ankle. I once used the soft ground along the
edge to bury a dead blackbird I found in my backyard.
It was February and I headed East. Not half a mile from
the industrial park were two red oil barrels that had
really been through it. Rusted and ridden with holes.
Someone had tagged them with white paint and inside
were some plastic drinking bottles sloshing around in

Below left: The
abandoned oil barrel
Below right: Hauling
the barrels off to the
shop

I was feeling restless so I went for a drive around my
neighbourhood. It was raining and, if anything, maybe
I would find some material inspiration. I took a left turn
that led me to a dead end. There was an industrial park

Above left: East
Providence Railway
Above right:
Abandoned car

and an entrance to the railroad tracks. These were the
same tracks that ran behind my building a few miles
away. I know these tracks. They are primarily operated
by the Providence & Worcester Railroad Company. I
see the cars pass behind my building once or twice
a month. The tracks are relatively deserted, save for
some weekend dirt bikers and the occasional dog
walker. I have walked up and down this path, balancing
my weight on the steel siding or carefully placing each
foot on the consecutive wooden boards to avoid a
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extruded edges. I ended up with a series of arc-like
sections that I placed on the floor concave side up. I
jumped on them until they lay flat. The bottoms were
heated in a fire pit and hammered into a mould I cut
from a wooden log. I used one for the table and the
other became a large serving bowl. As I worked, I
had no questions, no concerns and no plan. I simply
engaged and listened to the material. The pieces came
into existence as if it had always been.

Below left: Bottom
of the barrel after
griding off the rust
Below right:
Hammering the
bottom into a bowl

icy water. They were perfect. Beautiful, discarded steel
that once held purpose, now abandoned with nobody
left to tell their story. I saw the barrels unfold before
me into a series of functional objects. A table, a planter,
a firepit, a chair. How could someone throw away so

Above left: The barrel
on the plasma cutter
bed ready to be
processed
Above right: The
bottoms of the barrels

much potential? I returned the following morning with a
wheelbarrow and hauled them back to the shop. I knew
these barrels were bound for a second life in someone
else’s living room.
I started by removing the bottom with a plasma cutter.
This part of the barrel was by far the most interesting
and the most damaged. I proceeded to process the
barrels by running my cutter in a circle along the
116
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The idea to free pour bronze came just like everything
else. It was suddenly so obvious that was the way to
finish the table. I endeavoured to bring more value to
the materials while continuing to work in the spirit of
spontaneity. Free pouring the bronze was as playful
as it was experimental - discovering the perfect
temperature so the bronze would slump just so. The
molten metal filled in the holes that were caused by
rust and repeated hammering. It wrapped around
the bottom of the barrel like a fungus. Little bubbles
popped wildly as the hot metal hit the cold concrete
floor. I turned the pieces right side up and continued
to pour, allowing the metal to find its place along the
surface. Sometimes we do things because we think
we should. Sometimes we do things because it’s what
we were taught. Sometimes we do things almost by
accident and it ends up being the most illuminating
thing we have ever tried. This was the culmination of
my shift of methodology. Surrendering control of the
process, allowing the materials to just be. I learned to
be less precious and in doing so I discovered these
materials have an agency of their own. We just have
to give them space to exist and ourselves the space to
enable it.

118

119

120

121

122

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

Endnotes

Image 1: Bottom of the Barrel, Table. Photo by
P.J. Couture, May 15th, 2021.
Image 2-9: Finding materials and processing
the barrels. Photo by author, March, 2021.
Image 10: Table in the foundry before the
bronze pour. Photo by author, March 2021.
Image 11: Pulling the bronze cucible out of the
furnace and ladeling the bronze. Photo by
author, March 2021
Image 12: Pouring the bronze onto the table.
Photo by author, March, 2021.
Image 13-14: Bottom of the Barrel, Table.
Photo by P.J. Couture, May 15th, 2021.
Image 15-17: Bottom of the Barrel, Bowl. Photo
by P.J. Couture, May 15th, 2021.
Image 18: Bottom of the Barrel, Table. Photo
by P.J. Couture, May 15th, 2021.
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The End.
Thanks for
Reading.

